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Since December 1999, when a military coup led by General Guië overthrew the government of Henri Konan Bedié of the Parti Democratique de Côte d’Ivoire (PDCI), the country has been in crisis.  The policy of “Ivoirité”, begun under the PDCI, has continued, aimed at excluding “foreigners” from participation in Ivorian political life and limiting their civil rights by subjecting them to deportation. The north is majority Muslim, the south majority Christian.  Muslim immigrants make up a quarter of the population of Côte d’Ivoire.  They come especially from Burkina Faso (3.7 million) and Mali (780,000), and provide much of the labor on cacao, coffee, and oil palm plantations in the south and center. In March 2000, General Guië’s police arrested RDR militants for issuing new national identity cards to “foreigners.”  In May 2000, the Higher Council of Imams complained that security forces abusively confiscated ID cards from Muslims.

Presidential elections held in October 2000 presented a choice only between General Guië and Laurent Gbagbo and three minor candidates. The election excluded Alassane Dramane Ouattara, former Prime Minister of Côte d’Ivoire and leader of the Rassemblement des Republicains (RDR), on the putative grounds that he is not an Ivorian citizen because one of his parents was born in Burkina Faso (a charge he denies) and that he once held a Burkina passport. The RDR draws its greatest support from the Muslim north of the country.   Although Guië claimed victory after he suspended ballot counting, demonstrations that included deadly clashes between Guië’s military and civilians led to the installation of the current President Gbagbo. Guië fled.  At least 57 bodies were discovered in a mass grave at Yopougon, near Abidjan, a crime imputed to the gendarmerie, though those charged were acquitted.

RDR supporters demanded a re-run of the elections that would include their leader, Ouattara.  It has not been held.  In March 2001 local elections included all major parties, with the RDR winning the largest number of local councils, especially in the north, followed by the PDCI, and President Gbagbo’s Front Populaire Ivoirien (FPI). Beginning in October 2001, a National Reconciliation Forum including political parties and civil society groups began.  Among its recommendations was recognition of the Ivorian citizenship of Ouattara. In January 2002, Bedié, Gbagbo, Ouattara and Guië met. A judge delivered a certificate of nationality to Ouattara in June 2002, though it is disputed by those who do not support him.

On 13 September 2002, General Guië accused President Gbagbo of breaking his commitments.  On 19 September, heavy shooting broke out in Abidjan when army troops recruited by General Guië mutinied because they were about to be decommissioned.  President Gbagbo called it another coup attempt by General Guië, who was killed on the first day, along with his wife. Government troops quickly put down the mutiny in Abidjan, but the mutineers took control of the northern cities of Bouaké and Korhogo.  French troops evacuated 1,200 foreigners from Bouaké.  Hundreds of Ivorians began to flee Bouaké. Government troops have failed to retake the town, second largest in Côte d’Ivoire.

ECOWAS set up a mediation group on September 30.  The northern rebels, taking the name Mouvement Patriotique de Côte d’Ivoire (MPCI), signed a ceasefire agreement on October 17.  Negotiations brokered by Togolese President Eyadema yielded agreement by the MPCI and government to respect the ceasefire, with a French buffer force of 600 troops.  The government agreed to submit a draft amnesty law to free jailed military troops and reintegration of exiled soldiers into the army.  However, the talks have since broken down over the MPCI’s demand for a new transitional government with fresh elections, which the government rejects.

At the end of November, two new rebel groups arose in the west, supported by the Yacouba (Dan), General Guië’s ethnic group.  One of them, the Mouvement Populaire Ivoirien de Grande-Ouest (MPIGO) appears to be led by one of General Guië’s sons.  The other, Movement for Justice and Peace (MJP), took Man on 28 November.  The groups reportedly may be receiving support from Liberia’s Charles Taylor and the fugitive Sierra Leone Revolutionary United Front warlord, Sam Bockarie.  The government has launched a counterattack.  At least 27,000 Liberian refugees and 2,600 Ivorian nationals have fled into Liberia. A ferry used by UNHCR to transport refugees was sunk on December 8 by government forces.  President Gbagbo has called for a mobilization of all males between 20 and 26, a call that has been greeted with enthusiasm by the many unemployed youth in Côte d’Ivoire.  3000 of them will receive six week military courses and given weapons, a very short time to instill professional military discipline, much less to instruct them in the international humanitarian laws of warfare.

On December 4, French troops reported discovery of a mass grave in Monoko-Zohi, a village west of Daloa, which was briefly occupied by rebel forces before being re-taken by the government.  ECOWAS has investigated and confirmed that 120 villagers were murdered.  Villagers report that government soldiers carried out the massacre, going house to house with lists of rebel sympathizers. The government denies the charge and blames the rebels.  A national human rights group, the Mouvement Ivoirien des Droits Humains (MIDH) has denounced the killings and called for a U.N. investigation.

Genocide Watch:  Ethnic conflict develops in eight predictable stages: Classification of groups into “us versus them”; Symbolization of group identity, as with national ID cards; Dehumanization of one group, by equating them with alien or enemy forces; Organization of hate groups and militias; Polarization of the country; Preparation for mass killing through trial massacres, activation of militias and death squads with impunity; Genocide or widespread genocidal massacres; and Denial of responsibility. 

The situation in Côte d’Ivoire has reached stage six, Preparation, when a Genocide Watch must be declared.  Genocide has not yet begun, but its possibility is imminent.  Prompt action to prevent further massacres is of the utmost urgency.

Genocide Watch and the member organizations of the International Campaign to End Genocide call for the following actions:

1.  The United Nations Security Council should pass a Resolution or Presidential Statement on the situation in Côte d’Ivoire.
France, the U.S., the U.K., Guinea, Cameroon and other Security Council members (including Ireland, Norway, and Mauritius if done by 31 December 2002) could circulate a draft presidential statement or resolution expressing deep concern about the conflict in Côte d’Ivoire, which has serious implications for the entire region, and calling upon all parties to negotiate a peace settlement and to respect international humanitarian law.  The statement would support mediation efforts by ECOWAS, as well as use of buffer forces by U.N. member states.  A resolution would also state that the U.N. Security Council would remain “seized of the matter,” (keep it on the UNSC agenda, for immediate review.)  A resolution could also establish a commission of inquiry to investigate reports of any violations of humanitarian law.

2.  A regional ECOWAS peacekeeping force should be authorized by the U.N. Security Council, with financial, airlift, communications, logistical and other support from France, the U.S., and other NATO countries.

3.   Donor countries should make special contributions to U.N.H.C.R. and W.F.P., and contracts with relief groups should be made to deliver humanitarian aid to displaced persons and refugees.

4.  The public and key policy makers should be educated about the danger of ethnic massacres in Côte d’Ivoire, through op-eds, public hearings, and meetings with officials. 

5.   Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, the International Crisis Group and major news organizations should be asked to keep personnel in Côte d’Ivoire for the duration of the conflict.
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